Asbestos exposure assessment by mineralogical analysis of bronchoalveolar lavage fluid.
Mineralogical analysis of bronchoalveolar lavage fluid (BALF) by electron microscopy can represent the most suitable method for assessing asbestos exposure. However, it has been claimed that no standardized or systematic approach to the subject of mineralogical analysis exists. This study aimed to evaluate BALF mineralogical analysis by transmission electron microscopy as biomarker of asbestos fiber load. BALF was examined in 108 exposed workers and 57 patients who underwent diagnostic fiberoptic bronchoscopy for various clinical purposes. Asbestos bodies in BALF were counted with a phase-contrast microscope. Fibers were counted and analyzed by transmission electron microscopy, which showed a significant difference between the two populations and positive results for all exposed subjects. Only 82.2% of the exposed population tested positive for asbestos bodies. Subjects with long-term exposure had higher concentrations of fibers than did those with more recent exposure, probably because of the higher workplace exposure levels in the past. The results of the study confirm that fiber concentration in BALF can be considered as a reliable biomarker of past asbestos exposure, even many years after the end of exposure.